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The study of population in nineteenth century Australia is a growing field 
of research pursued mainly by historians (see, for example, Australia 1888, 
2). Geographers, with one main exception (Camra, 1978), have not yet 
attempted analysis of the characteristics and distribution of past 
populations. This paper presents the initial results of an analysis of 
printed data for colonial North Queensland, thereby filling a small and 
specifically regional gap in our knowledge of colonial population. 
Firstly the data sources for the Colony of Queensland are reviewed, 
with an outline of the nature of the data collected at each census; 
because the availability and nature of this information is not widely 
known, this paper seeks to elucidate the location and extent of information 
available, and to facilitate more research into an interesting and 
relatively little Investigated area. Secondly the methodological and 
technical problems facing the user of this data are considered in order to 
indicate both the problems and the potential of the area for future research. 
Thirdly the results of preliminary analysis of statistical Information 
on population structure and composition in nineteenth century North 
Queensland are presented. 
THE CENSUS AS A SOURCE OF STATISTICAL HISTORICAL INFORMATION 
When the Colony of Queensland was proclaimed on lOth December, 1859, 
statistics, in the sense of data collections of interest to the state, 
were already well established in other parts of the British Empire (Ganl, 
1976). Census-taking in Britain began in 1801, with a census at the 
beginning of each decade throughout the century (Drake, 1972,8). In 
Australia, from the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788, comprehensive 
annual returns were required by the Colonial Office in London. The Colony 
of New South Wales held its first census in 1828, and thereafter at five 
yearly intervals (Census of the Conmonwealth of Australia 1911, 1913, 36). 
It is not surprising therefore that the Queensland Parliament, only a few 
months after foundation, passed A Bill for taking an account of the 
population in 1861 (25th August, 1860), initiating the first of the eight 
Queensland censuses taken before the 1901 Commonwealth census. 
It was also in 1861 that the northern pastoral district of Kennedy was 
opened to selection, leading to permanent white settlement of North 
Queensland (Sumner, 1978, 115). The researcher whose Interest is North 
Queensland is fortunate therefore that such a comprehensive body of 
statistical cartographic, and other historical material is available for 
the whole period of white settlement. The best source of Queensland census 
data is the Votes and Proceedings of the Queensland Legislative Assembly 
for the appropriate years (Table I). 
TABLE I. SOURCES OF QUEENSLAND CENSUS DATA 
Census Date 
7th April, 1861 
1st Jan., 1864 
2nd March, 1868 
1st Sept., 1871 
1st May, 1876 
3rd April, 1881 
1st May, 1886 
5th April, 1891 
31st March, 1901 
Year 
1862 
1864 
1869 
1872 
1877 
1882 
1887 
1892 
(1901 
(1902 
Votes 
Vol. 
_ 
-
2 
-
2 
1 
2 
3 
2 
2 
& Proc. of Q.L 
Pages 
393-445 
617-745 
197-297 
965-1250 
321-541 
849-1311 
859-1400 
767-1433* -
1435-1479** 
875-1400+ 
.A. 
Maps 
_ 
_ 
J 
J 
J 
J 
J 
-
J 
Session & 
Parliament 
1 
2,2 
2,4 
2,6 
4,7 
5,8 
5,9 
5,10 
4,13 
1,14 
* Bound separately in La Trobe Library and labelled as 1891 Vol. 4 Part 1 
Census, Parts 2-4 Maps 
** Preliminary Report only 
+ Queensland Parliamentary Papers 
Source: compiled from Votes and Proceedings of Q.L.A. 1861-1901 and Q.P.P. 
1902. 
Availability of the Queensland census data in southern Australian 
libraries may be ascertained from a useful monograph: Australian 
Parliamentary Serials (Cope, 1974). For Queensland researchers, the 
complete Votes and Proceedings are held at the Queensland State Archives 
and, with some omissions, at the Library of the James Cook University of 
North Queensland in Townsville. 
} ' ^ ' ' 
Early Queensland enumerations prior to separation 
The first permanent settlement in what was to become the Colony of 
Qu««n£iani v&s, vi.t jt-i.^A siaitoa «.s,r*iBii&i«.i tr. '.ili. »i MftttHw;* &Af; tine 
New South Wales "muster" of the same year gave a population for the Moreton 
Bay District of 33 persons (Camm, 1978). 
The first regular census taken in Australia was the New South Wales 
"census of November, 1828, which gave the population of 1337 for "distant 
and penal settlements". Moreton Bay figures were also given in the 
subsequent New South Wales censuses of 1833, 1836, 1841, 1846, 1851, and in 
1856, when the population of what became Queensland numbered 16907 persons. 
In 1859 a separate colony under the name of Queensland was constituted from 
what had previously been known as "the Moreton Bay and Northern Squatting 
Districts, together with the reputed County of Stanley". 
The first census, 1861 
This census was taken on 7th April, 1861 so that the day of enumeration was 
identical with that chosed for the United Kingdom. Five Australian colonies 
(N.S.W., Vic, Q'ld, S.A. & Tas) held their census on this date, with 
Western Australia the only exception, having taken its census on 31st 
December, 1859. The colony of Queensland was divided into 17 Districts 
comprising 13 Police Districts, 3 Commissioners Districts, and Brisbane 
Town. The first Registrar General, F.O. Darvall, noted in his Report that 
the census was "to the inhabitants of this Colony of unusually great import-
ance, as the first Census of Queensland, and as being therefore the foundation 
for all future statistical calculations" (Report, 1861 Census). 
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The first census of 1861 produced a relatively simple set of tables 
showing Sex and Age: Education; Native Country; Social and Domestic 
Condition; Religion and Occupations. (See Table II). 
TABLE II. THE DEVELOPMENT OF CENSUS SCHEDULES, QUEENSLAND 1861-1901 
1861 1864 1868 1871 1876 1881 1886 1891 1901 
Name 
Age 
Sex 
Relationship to 
head of family 
Conjugal condition 
No. of children 
Birthplace 
Nationality 
Length of 
Residence 
Habitation: 
Occupied 
Unoccupied 
Being built 
Matl. of walls 
" roof 
No. of rooms 
Religion 
Education: 
Read & write 
Attend school 
University 
Occupation: 
Nature 
Grade 
Sickness: 
Blind/deaf 
Insanity 
X 
X, 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
^ 
Source: Compiled from Queensland Censuses 1861 - 1901 
The census of 1864 15» 
The second Queensland census was similar in character to the 1861 
census, with the addition of figures for roofing material of dwellings. 
Seventeen classes of occupation were tabulated, in keeping with the 
classification used in New South Wales in 1861 and with a similar scheme 
used In the English system. 
Information on roof material of dwellings was omitted from subsequent 
censuses and did not appear again until 1921. Otherwise the scope of 
enquiry in 1868 was practically the same as in 1864 and 1861. 
The census of 1871 
This was the fourth and last census taken under the provisions of a special 
Act (34 Vict, No. 23). It was also the first of a series of 5 quinquennial 
Queensland censuses taken in 1871, 1876, 1881, 1886 and 1891. 
The most important Innovation of the 1871 census was the introduction 
of Census Districts, which conformed as far as possible to the boundaries 
of pastoral districts and parishes, but differed from the former boundaries 
of Police Districts and municipalities. In this way the number of Census 
or Enumerators' Districts was reduced although costs increased considerably 
(see Table III). Education at a tertiary level was noted for the first 
time in Queensland, and a table of Nationality was also printed as such 
for the first time, although it was merely a summary of information in 
the Place of Birth table. 
TABLE III. GROWTH OF THE QUEENSLAND CENSUS 1861 - 1901 
Census Year 
1856 
1861 
1864 
1868 
1871 
1876 
1881 
1886 
1891 
1901 
Number of Districts 
Queensland North Queensland 
10* Nil 
17* Nil 
31* 2* 
52* 8* 
42 9 
42 12 
52 11 
58 15 
60 15 
63 16 
Maps 
y 
J 
./ 
J • 
Census 
Cost 
£2,671 
£3,750 
£5,045 
£8,649 
£12,149 
£21,001 
£21,935 
£26,191 
Police and Pastoral Districts 
Source: Compiled from Statisticians' Reports, Queensland Censuses 
1861-1901 
The census of 1876 
The Quinquennial Census Act 1875 (39 Vict, No.2) provided that a census of 
the population of Queensland should be taken on 1st May, 1876, and on the 
same day in every fifth year thereafter. As the settled area of the Colony 
extended, due to gold rushes and general migration, further boundary 
changes were Implemented (Table III). 
It is interesting to note that the information on religion and 
education, which had been collected in Queensland since the first census 
of 1861, did not appear in simultaneous censuses of the United Kingdom; 
a "religious census" held there in 1851 met with such violent and wide-
spread opposition that the government withdrew this question from 
subsequent censuses (Drake 1972, 15-19). 
The censuses of 1881, 1886 and 1891 
A special Act was passed in 1880 providing that the census should be taken 
on 3rd April, 1881, so as to be simultaneous with other parts of the 
British Empire. All the Colonies adopted the Imperial date, making this 
the first simultaneous census of the British Empire, as well as the 
first such for the Australian Colonies. Some boundary changes were again 
effected in Queensland before this census, but the scope of enquiry 
remained essentially the same as in 1876. By 1886 there were 58 Census 
Districts and in 1891 there were 60 (Table III). The date of 5th April, 
1891 was again set by a special Act, in order to coincide with the 
census in other parts of the British Empire. The 1891 census also saw 
the adoption of the card system to facilitate tabulation of returns. 
Some minor changes were made to the census schedule covering occupation, 
sickness and infirmity, and the question on religion was made optional. 
The census of 1901 
An Act of 1895 postponed the taking of the census due in 1896 for another 
five years. In February, 1900, a special Census Conference of 
Statisticians was held in Sydney in order to consider the date, schedules, 
inquiries, methods of compilation and the scheme of tabulation of the 
forthcoming census. The ninth census of Queensland, and the first census 
of the Commonwealth of Australia, was again fixed by a special Act to 
coincide with the census in most parts of the British Empire on 31st 
March, 1901. Despite the uniformity of census schedule, differences 
arose in methods of presentation of results, and some results were not 
tabulated for all States. It was not until the census of 1911 that 
control of the census was centralised in the Commonwealth Statistician. 
It is noteworthy that the 1901 census was the first Queensland census to 
include the aboriginal population. 
DATA PROBLEMS 
Census Districts - standard areal units 
The lack of standardisation of early New South Wales census data and the 
problem of maintaining a constant unit for analysis have been discussed 
by Camm (1978). Similar difficulties are found with early Queensland 
, census data, although their later date meant that a systematic collection 
and tabulation was instituted from the beginning. 
As pastoral settlement spread in the colony of Queensland, new Districts 
were "proclaimed", so that the number of settled districts increased over 
time. The first three censuses were collected on the basis of the 
division into "Police and Pastoral Districts". Thereafter, Census 
Districts were delimited as a separate type of division (Table IV). Most 
of the tabulation of census information is based on the Census District. 
Other administrative units, such as the Electorate, give little information, 
generally only population size. 
The initial problem is to locate the Districts to which each census 
refers. For each of the six censuses 1871 - 1901 a set of maps exists, 
appended to the census Itself and (generally) bound within the Votes and 
Proceedings volumes (see Table III). Earlier years present some difficulty 
in exact boundaries of districts although it might reasonably be 
argued that one is dealing with a very small population and the area is 
generally known. 
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TABLE IV. ADMINISTRATIVE UNITS FOR QUEENSLAND CENSUS RETURNS 1861 - 1901 
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Source: Compiled from Queensland Census 1861 - 1901 
Maps showing the boundaries of Police and Pastoral Districts in 
New South Wales before separation are held in the Mitchell Library in 
Sydney. Some early editions of Pugh's Almanac also contain a map of 
Queensland showing Pastoral District boundaries. 
Several of the problems arising from the spatial analysis of 
census data do not apply to a study of North Queensland as a separate entity, 
Although considerable extraction and re-compilation of data are entailed, 
the result is a stable unit for analysis, which satisfies the three re-
quirements of homogeneity in size, stability in (external) boundaries, and 
distinct social, economic and physical character (Robertson, 1969). 
There is not space here to discuss fully the reasons for the choice 
of Census Districts which, on the basis of historic and geographic 
coherence, are taken to comprise North Queensland. The region designated 
"North Queensland" in the present study has been delimited as those 
districts shown in Table V. It should be noted, however, that the same 
name does not necessarily imply no change in boundaries. Subdivision of 
existing districts to accommodate an increased population resulted in 
particular from the gold rushes, as shown by the creation of Etheridge, 
Gilbert, Palmer and Somerset districts (Table V). 
In those cases where internal, district, boundaries were altered, the 
Registrar General published a table showing the proportion of the previous 
population which resided in the new area (e.g. 1871 Census, Part 1: 
Table V - Population in 1861, 1864, 1868, and 1871 by Census Districts). 
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TAKLE V. CENSUS DISTRICTS, NORTH QUEENSLAND 1861 - 1901 
1901 1891 1886 1881 1876 1871 1868 1864 lar.i 
Bowen 
Burke 
Cairns 
Cardwell 
Cloncurry 
Cook 
Croydon 
Etheridge 
Gilbert 
Herberton 
Hughenden 
Kennedy 
Mackay 
Palmer 
Somerset 
Townsville 
Woothakata 
TOTALS 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
16 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
15 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
15 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
11 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
N/S 
X 
X 
X 
X 
12 
X 
X 
X 
X 
X 
N/S 
X 
X 
9 
X 
X 
X 
N/S 
X 
X 
X 
8 
N/S 
2 
X 
1 
Errors of Coverage 
The census in Australia even to the present day recognizes that 
underenumeration may occur to the extent of 2,7% (1976 Census). Accuracy 
in nineteenth century North Queensland enumerations was affected by the 
large area covered by the rapid expansion of settlement. Added to the 
difficulty of distance were "several circumstances (which) combined to 
make the performance of the collectors' duties in many instances most 
arduous, and even dangerous". Torrential rain interfered with internal 
communication and interrupted mails during the first 1861 census. The 
first Registrar-General, Darvall, wrote feelingly of "the difficulty and 
danger when it became necessary to leave (the roads), and when the 
collector had nothing beyond his own knowledge of the country to guide him 
for long distances, through a bush intersected by dangerous swamps or 
deep and treacherous creeks" (Report, 1861 Census). In 1891 and in 1901 
heavy rain seriously hampered the census in North Queensland. 
The cost of the 1871 census, on the other hand, was increased by "an 
unusual failure both of grass and water throughout the Colony" so that 
"allowances were made to collectors in several of the thinly inhabited but 
extensive districts for artificial food" (Report, 1871 Census). 
In 1868, the Registrar-General, Rawlins, suggested that the extent of 
underestimation due to non-collection was probably 2Js% (Report, 1869 Census), 
a figure maintained in the 1876 census. Further such difficulties of 
underestimation arose through the high mobility of goldflelds population, 
since large rushes could take place very rapidly and possibly during the 
intercensal period. 
One noteworthy aspect of under-estimation was the total exclusion of the 
aboriginal population from all censuses until 1901. An explanation was 
given in the 1871 Report; they were "for electoral purposes ... altogether 
out of the question", owing to "their wandering habits, their apparent 
incapacity for civilisation, and the state of vagabondage into which they 
seem to fall whenever brought permanently into contact with the whites . 
19 Other Errors 
In the course of the present study, some Inaccuracies in tlie 
printing of the census tables were revealed; for example, a printed 
column total 3,000 more than the actual cumulative total was found. 
Response errors, although less obvious, also Introduce 
Inaccuracies. Deliberate response errors may arise through refusal to 
supply information, like a certain minister of religion in 1861 (Report, 
1861 Census); or, at a different level, through people giving the wrong 
age for various reasons, such as legal employment, vanity, or simply 
uncertainty of year of birth. 
DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF EARLY NORTH QUEENSLAND SOCIETY 
Most of the rapid population increase in colonial Australia 
resulted from immigration, and in this respect Queensland was no exception. 
The tabulation of census data on age, sex and birth place is useful in 
Indicating the marked preponderance of young adult male immigrants from 
the United Kingdom. 
For all nine censuses examined, information on age is tabulated 
in quinquennial intervals to the age of 60. All censuses except 1868 
give numbers of children aged under 1 year, a useful figure for calculations 
of fertility and of infant mortality. Individual ages are tabulated to 
5 years in 1871, 1876, 1881 and 1891, and to 15 years in 1886 and 1901. 
The numbers aged 21 were given for all censuses from 1871 onwards. The 
most detailed age tabulation was the 1864 census, which gave individual 
ages to 80 years (Fig. 1) 
The age group data also allows a comparison of population age 
structure over time. Population pyramids were constructed for each 
decade 1861 - 1901 showing clearly the dominance of males in the 25-30 
age group in 1871, before approaching the normal pyramid structure for 
an expanding stage of development (Fig. 2). 
Similar comparative studies, using the social information on 
education or religion, can be undertaken. Data on North Queensland 
dwellings have been analysed for a study of early domestic architecture 
(Sumner, 1974). 
Data on occupation is not immediately comparable, as the census 
schedule was progressively refined and made more detailed, from 51 male 
and 25 female occupations in 1861, to an exhaustive range of occupations 
gathered into 27 Orders and subsimied under 8 Classes in 1901. 
This paper has sought to Indicate the quantity and quality of 
Queensland census data available, and to present some initial results of 
quantitative research. When statistics are combined in the greater 
perspective of historical change to interpret the demographic, economic 
and social structure and behaviour of the past population, a dynamic study 
of the process of white settlement of the Queensland Tropics is possible. 
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